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At the end of August, foreign ministers from the Central American countries including Panama
and Belize met with their Mexican counterpart in Honduras for their annual review of MexicanCentral American relations. During the conference, the delegations agreed to unify their position on
some key international issues. They also reaffirmed their commitment to push forward bilateral and
trilateral negotiations for free-trade accords with Mexico, which will eventually lead to a global trade
agreement that includes all the Central American nations.
In their last presidential summit in February 1996, the heads of state agreed to forge closer economic
and political relations by creating a permanent, multilateral framework for talks. As a result, the
presidents agreed to meet every two years, while the foreign ministers would meet on an annual
basis. At the same time, three high-level subcommissions were set up to coordinate political affairs,
economic and financial matters, and cooperative programs (see NotiCen, 10/24/96).

Ministers criticize US immigration law, other policies
At this year's foreign ministers' conference, held in Tegucigalpa Aug. 28-29, the delegates resolved
to strengthen their influence as a region by presenting a united position on some key international
issues, especially regarding relations with the US. In particular, the ministers sharply criticized the
US's new immigration law, which took effect in April, as a catalyst for abuse against Mexican and
Central American immigrants. They specifically chided the US for reinforcing police patrols along
the border with Mexico, such as the recently initiated Operation Rio Grande, because it has led to a
rise in human rights violations (see SourceMex, 08/27/97).
"We believe that the immigration problem should not be managed unilaterally, but rather bilaterally
between Mexico and the US, and multilaterally with the Central American countries," said Mexican
Foreign Minister Jose Angel Gurria during the conference. The ministers also criticized the US's
"unilateral" approach in combatting drug trafficking, which echoed a declaration made by the Rio
Group in late August against the US practice of "certifying" whether Latin American countries are
cooperating in anti-narcotics efforts (see NotiSur, 08/29/97). "The unilateral and extraterritorial
application of laws and programs are an ineffective approach to resolving problems," reads the
conference declaration. "Such an approach undermines judicial equality among states."
Among other things, the ministers also agreed to lobby for an increase in the number of seats
on the UN Security Council to allow Latin America and other developing regions to gain
direct representation in the Council. Trade negotiations constitute central focus of conference
Notwithstanding the political issues discussed, the ministers spent most of the conference reviewing
the trade negotiations now underway between Mexico and the Central American nations. Currently,
Costa Rica is the only country that has a free-trade accord in place with Mexico, which took effect in
January 1995. Mexico is now involved in bilateral trade talks with Panama and Nicaragua, and it is
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negotiating a separate accord with Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras, known as the "Northern
Triangle" countries.
Under the pact signed at the last presidential summit with Mexico, the isthmian governments
agreed to complete all bilateral and trilateral treaties by 1998, thus paving the way for multilateral
conversations that will eventually allow the countries to weave the individual accords into a
regionwide free-trade zone. "The principal goal of this conference is to measure the advance made
in trade relations, specifically in the different negotiations now underway," said Costa Rican Foreign
Minister Fernando Naranjo. "Our hope is to step up negotiations and rapidly approve the treaties,
allowing us to move to the next stage in the process the fusion of bilateral accords into one single
regional accord. We can't give precise dates, but we are working steadily toward the construction of
a vast free- trade zone."
In the final declaration, all the delegations reaffirmed their commitment to push forward with
negotiations and overcome the obstacles that have slowed some of the talks, particularly discussion
between Mexico and the Northern Triangle. Since July, business associations in the Northern
Triangle have cautioned their respective governments to demand that Mexico grant concessions to
help them compete with Mexican businesses once a final treaty takes effect (see NotiCen, 07/24/97).
Although the declaration did not make specific reference to those demands, Mexican Foreign
Minister Gurria encouraged entrepreneurs not to fear free trade.
"In practice, it has been demonstrated that when a relatively small country and a large nation enter
into free trade, the potential benefit is much greater for the small country because it gains access
to a much wider market," said Gurria. During the conference, the Nicaraguan delegation also
reported more progress in its negotiations with Mexico. In the last round of talks in mid-August,
Mexico agreed to grant Nicaragua a tariff-free import quota of 4,000 metric tons of beef per year,
thus eliminating a sticking point in negotiations, since Mexico's refusal to reduce tariffs on beef and
sugar had previously blocked an accord. Nicaragua expects to sign a final treaty when President
Arnoldo Aleman visits Mexico Sept. 18-20 (see NotiCen, 08/07/97).

Value of Mexican-Central American trade grows markedly
Meanwhile, coinciding with the ministers' conference, Mexico's Banco Nacional de Comercio
Exterior (BANCOMEXT) released a new report that shows a substantial jump in the value of trade
with all Central American countries. In 1996, trade grew by nearly US$290 million, or 28%, compared
with 1995.
According to the report, trade has continued to climb rapidly during the first half of 1997. From
January-April, trade reached US$500 million, an increase of 22% compared with the US$410 million
reported during the same period in 1996. Nevertheless, Central America's trade deficit with Mexico
continues to widen. Although Central American exports to Mexico grew by 38% during the first four
months of this year, the value of the deficit increased from US$316 million in January-April 1996 to
US$370 million in 1997. [Sources: Reuter, 08/08/97, 08/12/97, 08/28/97; Prensa Libre (Guatemala),
08/19/97, 08/23/97, 08/27/97, 08/28/97; El Tiempo (Honduras), 08/07/97, 08/11/97, 08/18/97, 08/26/97,
08/29/97; Notimex, 08/13/97, 08/18-20/97, 08/22/97, 08/25/97, 08/29/97; The News (Mexico), 08/22/97,
08/29/97; Economista, Novedades (Mexico), 08/29/97; Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 08/08/97,
08/13/97, 08/18/97, 08/20/97, 08/23/97, 08/26/97, 08/29/97, 08/30/97]
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 55081
ISSN: 1089-1560

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

